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What sense did the world make? Where was God, the Bloody Fool? Did He have no notion
of fair and unfair? Couldn’t He read a simple balance sheet? (AFB, p. 595)

Yes, he would see all this with his own eyes. If there was an abundance of misery in the
world, there was also sufficient joy, yes,- as long as one knew where to look for it. (AFB, p.

598)
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A Reading of Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance as a Narrative
of the Formation of National Character

This article focuses on clashes between the old and new ways of life and values

through which a new Indian national character is being created, as depicted in Rohinton
Mistry’s second novel, A Fine Balance. The first clash is delineated in a series of events where a
Dalit in a rural village, encouraged by Gandhi's Independent Struggle, tries to cross the caste line
by making his two sons tailors in a town, much to the anger of Thakur Dharamsi, a landlord.
Subsequently, 20 years after Independence, one of his sons, frustrated by the fact that nothing has
changed, bravely challenges the established system by trying to cast his own vote at the time of
an election, only to be tortured to death by the Thakur, the landlord, together with his whole
family who were burned to death in their house.

The second clash happens when the other son and his nephew go to “a city by the sea” to find
work, get settled in a slum and are employed as tailors by Dina, a very strong Parsi middle-class
widow, who had been struggling to maintain an independent life since the death of her husband.
This time the clash is between Dina, the employer, and the two tailors, the employed, especially
the young and proud Omph, over working conditions. But this minor clash is overshadowed by
unfettered execution of government power under Indira Gandhi’s State of Emergency: the tailors’
slum is suddenly bulldozed and they are obliged to sleep on the pavement and then are taken
forcibly to an irrigation project site by the police and compelled to work like slaves for a
construction company, without compensation. As the two tailors suffer from such terrible
treatment by the government and police, Dina is obliged to help them by providing
accommodations for them in her rented house. Thus they begin to live together under the same
roof. Then Dina with her conservative middle class background is faced with her own prejudices
against lower-class people. With the help of young Maneck, a Parsi student who had been raised
in a more liberal family, Dina begins to overcome her biases and to cross the class line and
achieves a genuine friendship with the tailors. Dina goes so far as to attend the funeral of a beggar
who had helped the tailors in the irrigation work camp. And their friendship does not waver even
when, at the end of the book, they become disabled and have to live as two beggars at the hands
of the Thakur, after returning to their hometown. This article mainly focuses upon this process of
human change, because this should be an important part of the formation of the new national
character in India where differences in class, caste, religion and gender have created so many

dividing lines among people, which must be overcome to realize the new and truly democratic
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ideal upon which Independent India was established.

(KATO, Tsuhehiko, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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